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Writers on Catholicism: Blaming it on the church 
COMMON THREAD 
Reproach is a common thread running through the book. Mrs 
Spillane, an elderly woman to whom Frank delivers telegrams, sums 
up the view of many when she says: 
There they are, the priests and nuns telling us Jesus was poor and 'tis 
no shame, lorries driving up to their houses with crates and barrels 
of whiskey and wine, eggs galore and legs of ham and they telling us 
what we should give up for Lent. Lent, my arse. What are we to give 
up when we have Lent all year long? (pp.371-2) 
One wonders how objective an assessment this is, but it serves to 
underline a point I wish to make in this article, namely that Frank 
McCourt has a relatively cliched view of Ireland, one that has long 
been to the fore in relation to the decades he describes, a time, he 
would argue, when Ireland was an intellectual backwater, a depress-
ing, priest-dominated, nostalgic country which constantly looked 
back in anger at the pain inflicted on it by the English, and blindly 
submitted to the dictates of the Catholic Church. 
Part of the massive appeal of Angela's Ashes lies in its capacity to 
strike a chord with people who believe that we have a dismal, guilt-
ridden past in Ireland which has only recently been eradicated with 
the emergence of a wealthy, liberal society whose inhabitants have 
finally been emancipated and made happy. Unfortunately, this is not 
the full picture. The relative collapse in Catholic practice here in 
the past few decades has not been replaced by any viable spiritual 
alternative. Let us remember also that the Church was responsible 
for a lot of good, something that many commentators, including 
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McCourt, seem to conveniently forget. Notions of right and wrong, 
honesty and charity in our dealings with others, neighbourliness, 
a sense of mystery, are but distant memories from a faraway past. 
Many things have improved, it is true, but there are many examples 
of where we have regressed also. 
Angela's Ashes is a cathartic book, one that allowed its author to give 
vent to much of the spleen that he associated with his Irish upbring-
ing. The Catholic Church was an integral part of his youth and, as 
such, McCourt may be justified in portraying it in a negative light. 
All that I ask for is the type of balance we encounter in the following 
lines: 
The priests of Limerick have no patience with the likes of me. I go to 
confession and they hiss that I'm not in a proper spirit of repentance, 
that if I were I'd give up this heinous sin (masturbation) . I go from 
church to church looking for an easy priest till Paddy Clohessy tells me 
there's one in the Dominican church who's ninety year old and deaf 
as a turnip. Every few weeks the old priest hears my confession and 
mumbles that I should pray for him. (p.341) 
No writer should ever adopt a black and white approach, especially 
when looking back with the benefit of hindsight at events that took 
place 60 years ago. Angela's Ashes gets it right on a number of issues 
and it is an utterly compelling read, but it does not have the detach-
ment necessary to give a dispassionate view of a topic as emotionally 
charged as Catholicism is in Ireland. G 
Angela's Ashes (London: HarperCollins, 1997), p. 1. All references will be to this edition, with the 
page number in brackets 
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Across: 1. Assent, 5. Salami, 10. Almanac, 11. Romania, 12. Idle, 13. Corns, 1S. Trek, 17. Nag, 19. Abacus, 21. 
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Across 
1. Acid found in oranges. (6) 
5. Polynesian island painted by Paul Gauguin. 
(6) 
10. Just a slight light. (7) 
11. Speak to the place where a person can be 
found. (7) 
12. A solemn promise, usually invoking God. (4) 
13. Biblical tablet taker. (5) 
15. The first shepherd. (4) 
17. A small carpet. (3) 
19. Ancient Greek developer of geometry. (6) 
21. Those employed to take you to your seat. (6) 
22. Busy Belgian port. (7) 
23. Small wild cud-chewing Andean animal. (6) 
25. He found gravity in a falling apple. (6) 
28. Fitness centre. (3) 
30. A dress often worn by Hindu women. (4) 
31. Semi-nomadic people of Kenya and 
Tanzania. (5) 
32. Too much of a good thing. (4) 
35. Probably the native language of Jesus. (7) 
36. Adult male chicken. (7) 
37. Global agency promoting education, 
communication and the arts. (6) 
38. They are used to lure ducks into danger. (6) 
Down 
2. Absurd, insanely irresponsible. (7) 
3. The Eternal City. (4) 
4. Computer screen pointer. (6) 
5. Saharan travellers. (6) 
6. Famous park and part of a fictional split 
personality. (4) 
7. A reflex motion caused by cold, fear or 
excitement. (7) 
8. Disregard, give no attention to. (6) 
9. Sacred songs and Old Testament book. (6) 
14. Underground passages for pedestrians. (7) 
16. Relatively soft keyboard instrument. (5) 
18. Tree and Colorado snow centre. (5) 
20. The genetic material of living organisms. (3) 
21. A large vase that usually has a pedestal or 
feet. (3) 
23. A person who owed allegiance and service 
to a feudal lord. (6) 
24. Household light blocker. (7) 
26. Author of'War and Peace.' (7) 
27. The essential characteristics and qualities of 
a person or thing. (6) 
28. A cowboy of the South American pampas. 
(6) 
29. The largest city of Spain. (6) 
33. The opposite of riches. (4) 
34. A piece of jewellery worn about the neck 
like a collar (4) 
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